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Riots are one of the most common examples of collective behavior documented 
throughout our history. Outbreaks of violent behavior have erupted in cities around the world for 
various reasons ranging from war protest, racial discrimination, and political demonstration. 
Theories of collective behavior attempt to explain the events that lead to the outbreak of riots. 
The value-added theory coined by Smelser approaches collective behavior events through the 
lens of societal impact and environmental conditions (Locher, 2002, 7). A peculiar set of riots 
broke out over a few days in early September in New York City in 1922 and has popularly been 
attributed to the snatching and smashing of one of the most mundane of objects: the straw hat.  
The term “straw hat riot” refers specifically to the 1922 New York City event, but the 
practice of smashing straw hats in an almost riot-like behavior occurred for years before and 
after 1922. Injuries and even several deaths occurred from other straw hat related events 
throughout the country (Steinberg, 2004; Killed in Straw Hat Row, 1911; Negro Killed in 
Harlem Race Row, 1919). One common factor in these events is the hat smashing behavior was 
usually carried out by “young hoodlums” and teenagers (Steinberg, 2004, p. 227). What drew 
these youngsters to engage in such behavior and in so many numbers? 
The purpose of this paper will be to investigate the context and events that led to the 
events surrounding the infamous “Straw Hat Riots” of 1922 using Smelser’s Value-Added theory 
of collective behavior. Smelser “decided that collective behavior occurs as a sort of relief valve 
for pent-up tension or strain on society” (Locher, 2002, p. 39). How did the straw hat riots act as 
a “relief valve” in the 1920’s? This paper will attempt to answer this question in the in the 
context of the following themes: (1) Fashion norms, (2) Riots as collective behavior, (3) Fashion 
riots, (4) The Straw Hat Season, (5) Societal pressure on adolescents in the 20’s, (6) Enforcement 
of fashion traditions by authorities and the media and (7) the outbreak of the Straw Hat Riots. 
Loosely defined, collective behavior is any event that takes place where people behave 
with actions that are considered outside the social norm (Locher, 2002, p. 2). People dancing in 
the street, crowds believing they have witnessed the appearance of the Virgin Mary, and 
outbursts of violence against political protest are all instances of collective behavior. Typically 
those who participate in a collective behavior event experience strong emotions and exhibit 
unusual behavior. Riots are largely considered a form of collective behavior (Locher, 2002). 
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Smelser’s theory of collective behavior hinges on the idea that collective behavior events 
like riots can only occur if there is an appropriate venue for the behavior to occur (structural 
conduciveness) and that there is proper societal pressure on the group in question (structural 
strain) (Locher, 2002). Structural conduciveness refers to the location of a potential collective 
behavior episode. Is there enough room for an event to occur? Does sound carry well in the area? 
Is movement easy or difficult? Structure not only refers to the physical makeup of the area, but 
also the social makeup. “The social characteristics of those present in a situation can also 
contribute to the structural conduciveness. Young men are more likely to engage in violent, 
aggressive behavior than older, gender-mixed crowds” (Locher, 2002, p. 44). Like minded 
individuals gathered together are more likely to act out together. Locher compares the rowdiness 
of a heavy metal concert crowd to the calm demeanor of an audience at an opera. One is more 
likely to exhibit aggressive behavior naturally but both would erupt in chaos if a fire broke out 
mid-performance (Locher, 2002, p. 44). 
 The Straw Hat Riots broke out due to the combination of structural strain present in the 
form of current cultural norms and ideas, the city of New York providing adequate structural 
conduciveness, the generalized belief that there was an established season for wearing the hats, 
and that breaking fashion norms is a symbol of deviance, and the failure of agents of social 
control to adequately contain adolescent smashing behavior. Additional precipitating factors like 
adolescents tendency to act in stealing and aggressive behavior, the media’s portrayal of the 
straw hat season, and the enforcement of fashion norms aided in the strain that lead to the 
outbreak of the riots.  
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